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I’d be thrilled if some algorithm or
technique I developed were used
on a real process. But I’d also
worry about this kind of scenario:

Prosecutor: Were you aware of the
possibility that biased estimates
could destabilize the boiler?

EIC: Yes, bias can occur when signals
have correlated noise. That’s stan-
dard knowledge in control system
engineering.

Prosecutor: And can you please tell
the court what you did to prevent
that from happening?

EIC: I ran a lot of simulations to verify
reliability.

Prosecutor: And you’re sure you ran
enough simulations? (skeptical look)

When you think about it, control
isn’t for the faint of heart. We develop
hardware and software so computers
can run things with minimal human
intervention. We analyze, simulate,
and test—over and over—until we
satisfy some statistical specification,
or until we run out of time or money.
And then we ask people to trust that
what we built is safe and reliable.

Speaking of safety, the “Applications
of Control” column in the October 2005
issue of IEEE Control Systems Magazine
discussed a possible future car whose
onboard processor might prevent sud-
den turns that can destabilize a vehicle.
This feature sounds great unless I need
to avoid hitting someone running into
the street. Liability, you say? Looks like
busy times for JDs.

Controllability

Heights of distinction. The top of Engineer Mountain was the site of Engineer City,
once a silver mining town and now abandoned.

Water and smoke. The Durango-Silverton steam-powered trains have carried pas-
sengers past breathtaking Colorado scenery since 1881. The meticulously main-
tained engine and cars are seen here leaving Durango.

“Chemical makers are not required to test their compounds for toxicity
before asking the E.P.A. (Environmental Protection Agency) to clear them for sale,

and the agency said that most companies did not test voluntarily. 
The E.P.A. relies instead on methods, like computer modeling,

to prevent harmful compounds from entering the market.”
—quoted from “Will Environmental Fear Stick to DuPont’s Teflon?”

New York Times, 24 July 2005






